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Abstract
A new stream of research in information technology (IT) has recently developed. One that focuses on IT
and its relationship to strategy and performance. This paper presents the results of a survey of senior
business executives. The study examines the perceptions of these executives of the business strategy
pursued by their organisations, the way IT is used to deliver those strategy, and their impact on company
performance. The results suggest that prospector-type organisations are more likely to use IT to expand
product innovations and market opportunities, whereas defender-type organisations are more likely to use
IT to improve operational efficiency. While variations in the use of IT can be explained by the
organisation's strategy, the results seem to suggest that there is little perceived difference in performance.
Both prospector and defender type organisations reported generally favourable performance within their
industry. The findings of this study is consistent with the notion of "organisational fit" and concludes that
fit between the firm's strategy and the use of IT is linked to a higher level of firm performance.

The Study
To better understand the relationship between strategy, IT and performance, this study seeks to answer the
question: is there evidence to support the proposition that fit between a firm's strategy and its use of IT is
positively associated with higher levels of firm performance?.
Strategy Type
This research uses Miles and Snow's (1978) strategy typology to measure the strategy construct. Several
reasons for this are discussed. Firstly, Miles and Snow's (1978) strategy typology has been used extensively
in empirical research (Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980; Hambrick, 1983; Smith, Guthrie and Chen, 1986; Zajac
and Shortell, 1989; Atkins, 1994; Tan, 1995; Burn, 1996). Secondly, it appears to account for significant
variations across organisation, views the organisation as an integrated system and allows for the strategy
construct to be operationalised in non industry specific terms (Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980; Hambrick, 1983;
Shortell and Zajac, 1990). Finally, Shortell and Zajac (1990) contend that the perceptual measures are
congruent with archival measures of Miles and Snow's (1978) strategy types, thereby establishing its
validity and reliability, enabling researchers to use the typology with increased confidence in future work
on organisations and their strategies.
Miles and Snow's (1978) typology encompasses four strategic types: Defender, Prospector, Analyser, and
Reactor. The focus in this paper is purely on Prospectors and Defenders, since they represent the end points
on a bipolar continuum in the strategy typology. Hence, organisations that claim to be analysers and
reactors are excluded from the study.
Information Technology
The theory indicates that organisations vary in the way IT is used in organisations (Lucas and Turner, 1982;
Johnston and Carrico, 1988; Venkatraman, 1991). In some firms, the role of IT is to improve operational
efficiencies through improving internal systems. In others, IT is used to expand product innovations and
market opportunities.

It has also been suggested that the Prospector and Defender strategy types differ in the ways IT is used to
deliver its strategy (Atkins, 1994; Tan, 1995). For instance, Defenders ignore industry trends and instead
focus their effort on existing operations, most commonly by emphasising operational efficiencies. Given
that defenders tend to place emphasis on improving processes, it is reasonable to expect IT to focus
primarily in creating operational efficiencies through improving administrative and management
information systems.
By contrast, Prospectors focus on product innovation, developing market opportunities and respond rapidly
to early signals in these domains. Since Prospectors value being "first-in", we can expect that IT will be
used to expand the strategic alternatives considered by the organisation - enhancing the linkages with
customers and suppliers, eroding and fusing organisational boundaries, and introducing new products and
services.
Performance
The assessment of performance associated with different strategy types has appeared regularly in studies
employing the typology approach to operationalise strategy (Conant et al., 1990; Miles and Snow, 1978;
Robinson and Pearce, 1988; Segev, 1987; Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980; Veliyath and Shortell, 1983). It is
clear that much of an organisation's behaviour is directed at achieving satisfactory performance. A number
of recent empirical studies have confirmed that the three viable strategy types (Defenders, Prospectors, and
Analysers) are equally likely to perform well, given that they respond to the challenges of organisational
adaptation in a consistent fashion (Conant et al., 1990; Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1985; Miles and Snow, 1978;
Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980).

Findings
The data received from the 65 organisations were analysed. T-tests were employed to compare the mean
score of Prospectors and Defenders to determine if they differ in the way IT is used to deliver firm strategy
and if performance differed between them. The t-test showed that the mean scores of the two strategy types
were significantly different. That is, in this study, Prospectors and Defenders are perceived to differ in the
way IT is used to deliver firm strategy. The result of the t-test on performance indicated that the perceived
performance of the most senior executives in Prospector and Defender organisations were not significantly
different. Both organisations reported highly favourble performance within their industry.

Discussion
This study is an attempt to improve our understanding of the relationship between strategy, IT and
performance between the Prospector and Defender strategy types.
Although the results indicate that Prospectors and Defenders differ in the way IT is used to deliver firm
strategy, the most senior executives in these organisations, however, evaluated their overall performance to
be generally favourable. This outcome seem to imply that as long as an organisation's use of IT is
congruent with its strategy, there will exist a "fit" between the organisation and its environment. Defenders
attempt to maintain and protect their position in existing products and markets through improving
operational efficiencies. The appropriate role of IT will most likely be one which supports the focus of cost
reduction from improved efficiency. By contrast, Prospectors tend to be first movers by offering new
products or services and opening up new markets. The appropriate role of IT will most likely be one which
supports the desired product or market shift. IT improperly targeted could, instead of supporting strategy,
potentially work against its realisation (Atkins, 1994; Chan and Huff, 1992). This paper suggests two
possible reasons for this outcome.
The first possibility is that an organisation's choice of strategy is a response to the process of adaptation to
environmental forces and the type of performance desired at the time. In the case of Defenders, high

external constraints only permit focus on improving operational efficiency to achieve excess profits or even
a short lived competitive advantage. In contrast, Prospectors are freer to innovate not only in existing
product-market areas, but also in areas unrelated to existing areas of emphasis, in order to attain a better
competitive position (Hrebiniak and Joyce, 1985).
The second possibility is that the existence of distinctive competencies allows both Prospectors and
Defenders to achieve the desired end whatever the means (Snow and Hrebiniak, 1980; Hambrick, 1983;
Hitt and Ireland, 1985; McDaniel and Kolari, 1987; Conant et al, 1990). For instance, Prospectors perceive
marketing related competencies to be among their strengths to a greater degree than Defenders, while the
possibility of compensatory strengths of Defenders, such as financial and operational competencies, appear
to be a viable explanation. These possibilities continue to be fruitful areas that warrant further research.

Conclusion
As suggested by the present data, top executives make deliberate choices in the way IT is used to deliver
firm strategy quite different from those of competing organisations and yet still achieve the intended level
of performance. Strategic choices are made as a result of attempts by top executives to align organisational
considerations with environmental conditions. The results of this study is consistent with the notion of
"organisational fit" and concludes that fit between the firm's strategy and the use of IT is linked to a higher
level of firm performance.
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